Abstract
Introduction
Oppression, whether based on gender, race, class or ethno-religion takes place on multiple levels including the institutional (macro) intergroup (meso), and personal (micro) levels of social interactions. At all the three levels, structures and human agency are interactive, that is, structures constraint the choices and actions of individuals while individual choices and actions are at the same time determinant of the structures (Barone, 1998:2) . Despite the plethora of intellectual insights and discourse on oppression in human society most of the writings have been on the traditional understanding of classism, racism and gender inequality. The major discourses tend to focus on the systemic oppression occasioned by class-struggle between the proletariat and bourgeoisie; between the white, coloured and black races and between the gender -male and female.
While credence can be given to the explicit of intellectual discourse on exploitation and dehumanization of class by another class or white exploitation of other races, there is the need to focus on systemic oppressions embedded in the day to day interactions between members of human society which has be historically taken for granted and daub as normal, acceptable and normative. An understanding of the personal and social dynamics of the society which breed oppression, dehumanization and degradation is imperative if a just and egalitarian society as envisioned by all is to established in our society. Oppressions are embedded in socio-cultural, political, economic and religions structures in human society. The situation is even more pathetic in the Nigerian society where tenets of culture, tradition and belief systems permeate every facet of human endeavour. The tenets of these cultures and traditions are however a source of subjugation of groups of people to the whims and caprices of other groups of people within the Nigerian society.
The justification for the oppression of women, children, the aged and the physically challenged, for example, are in the tenets of social, cultural and other systemic structures in human society. While such systemic processes are taken for granted and as normal, they however breed oppression in all ramifications. This paper attempts to structurally locate oppression in system, structures and societal processes and how these affect the psyche of Nigerians. The paper is particularly interested in the subtle means of domination in the political arena of Nigeria. It will also attempt an elucidation of human agency constrained by the macro and meso level structures of the society while at the same time determine as well as transform the human actors of such societal processes to become either dominant an oppressive or subdued and subservient.
Conceptual Clarification of Oppression in Human Society
Oppression can be defined as the systematic, institutionalised mistreatment of one group of people by another for whatever reason (Yamato, 1995:66) . Webster's Third International Dictionary (2007) , defines oppression as 'unjust or cruel exercise of authority or power especially by the imposition of burdens; the condition of being weighed down; an act of pressing down; a sense of heaviness or obstruction in the body or mind. Social work dictionary (2003) defines oppression as "the social act of placing severe restrictions on an individual, a group or institution'. Typically, a government or groups or political organization that is in power places these restrictions formally or covertly on oppressed groups so that they may be exploited and less able to compete with other social groups. The oppressed individual or group is devalued, exploited and deprived of privileges by the individual or group which has more power and privileges in the context of the realities of the society (Barker, 2003) .
Social oppression according to Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology is "a concept that describes a relationship between groups or categories of between groups or categories of people in which a dominant group benefits from the systematic abuse, exploitation, and injustice directed toward subordinate group." According to Johnson (2000) , relationship between groups and relationships between groups and social categories should not be confused with the oppressive behaviour of an arrogant and proud individual. While the behaviour of the arrogant individual may affect a few, on the other hand, social oppression affects the generality of the people. A man may not himself actively participate in oppressive behaviour directed at women for example, but he nonetheless benefits from the general oppression of women. In this sense, all members of dominant and subordinate categories participate in social oppression regardless of their individual attitude or behaviour. Social oppressions are usually institutionalized because they are usually entrenched and enforced in all facets of human endeavour that they are not easily identified as oppression and do not appear to be conscious prejudicial inclinations or overt manifestations of discrimination. That is, the crux of this paper: to identify the covert, subtle and often-taken-for granted systemic structures and actions of super ordinate and subordinate groups in the Nigerian society but which none the less result in complexes in the behaviours of the oppressed.
Similarly, Charton (1998) writes that oppression occurs when individuals are systematically subjected to political, economic, cultural, or social degradation because they belong to a social group and intense, enduring and close proximal interactions result from structures of domination and subordination, and correspondingly, ideologies of superiority and inferiority becomes the by products of such associations. For every social category that is privileged, one or more other categories are oppressed in relation to it. The concept of oppression points to social forces that tend to press upon people and hold them down, to hem them in and block their pursuits of a good life. Just as privilege tends to open doors of opportunity, oppression tends to slam them shut (Johnson, 2000) .
Elaborating more on the concept of oppression, Deutsch (2006) posited that oppression is the experience of repeated, widespread, systemic injustice. It needs not be extreme, repressive and involving the legal system (as in slavery, apartheid, or the lack of right to vote) nor violent (as in tyrannical societies). The modern and more perverse and deep seated oppressions of modem day society are what Havey (1999) referred to as "civilised oppressions" which are embedded in unquestioned and taken-for-granted norms, habits, and symbols which characterise the assumptions underlying institutions and rules, and the collective consequences of following and subordinating to those who rules." Oppression refers to the vast and deep injustices some groups suffer as a consequence of often unconscious assumptions and reactions of well-meaning people in ordinary interactions that are supported by the media and cultural stereotypes as well as by the structural features of bureaucratic hierarchies and other socio-economic mechanisms (Young, 1990) .
Oppression is evil and refers to relations of domination and exploitation-economic, social and psychologicalbetween individuals; between social groups and classes within and beyond societies; and globally between entire societies like the Northern hemisphere oppressing the Southern hemisphere. Oppression breeds injustice which is discriminatory, dehumanizing and development-inhibiting conditions of living like unemployment, poverty, homelessness and lack of health care, imposed by oppressors upon dominated and exploited individuals, social groups, classes, gender and peoples". Oppression seems motivated by intent to exploit (i.e. benefit disproportionately from the resources, capacities and productivity of others) and it results typically in disadvantageous, unjust conditions of living for its victims. It serves as a means to enforce exploitation toward the goal of securing advantageous conditions of living for its perpetrators (Gil, 1994) . Oppression manifests in form of sexism, heterosexism, homophobia, ageism/adultism, ableism, racism, classism and ethno-religionist. It is expressed, for example, in gender boxes like 'be a man' / act like a lady (Gil, 1994) .
The Five Faces of Oppression
According to Young (2004) , in its traditional usage, oppression means the exercise of tyranny by a ruling group (men, class, race, ethnic), which creates injustice in other circumstances as well. However, it is not only cruel tyrant with bad intentions that oppresses people; a well-intentioned liberal society can place system-wide constraints on groups and limit their freedom, choices and liberty. This could mean denying people language, education and other opportunities that might make them become fully human in both mind and body. For example the imposition of Hausa, Yoruba and Ibo languages on other ethnic groups in Nigeria. The Hausa language for example is more or less the official language of the Nigerian armed forces. Other non-Hausa speaking Nigerians in the armed forces must speak the language or face the wrath and losses appertaining thereto. The imposition of the so-called major languages on other Nigerians especially in the Federal Government Colleges is a systemic oppression (Davis, 1990) .
According to Young (2004) , there are five faces or types of oppression: violence, exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness and cultural imperialism.
Exploitation is the act of using peoples' labour or resources to produce profit while not compensating them fairly. Exploitative people usually justify their actions in the name of law, constitutions, national policy/unity and capitalism. Capitalism creates 'haves' (those that have wealth) and 'have-nots' (those that do not have wealth). Exploitation creates a system that perpetuates class differences, keeping the rich richer and the poor poorer. (Clarice,1992) .
Marginalization: This refers to the act of relegating or confining a group of people to a lower social standing or outer limit or edge of society. This is a systemic process of exclusion of some people from certain opportunities, privileges and rights. Marginalization is worse than exploitation because society has decided that it cannot or will not use or allow some people or group for labour or leadership roles.
Powerlessness is linked to Marx theory of socialism and is a situation whereby the ruling class or dominant group lords it over others who are situated to take orders and rarely have the right to do otherwise. Some of the fundamental injustices associated with powerlessness are inhibition to develop one's capacity, lack of decision making power, and exposure to disrespectful treatment because of the lowered status (Karen, 1991) .
Cultural imperialism involves taking the culture of the ruling class and establishing it as the norm. The dominant groups that have power in society control how the people in that society interpret and communicate. The beliefs of that society are the most widely disseminated and expressed the experience, values, goals and achievements of the dominant groups like the Hausa/Fulani cultural imperialism in Northern Nigeria.
Violence is perhaps the most obvious and visible form of oppression. Members of the dominant groups live with the knowledge that they must randomly inflict unprovoked attacks on their persons or property. These attacks do not necessarily need a motive but are intended to damage, humiliate or destroy the person (www.accessalliance.ca).
Institutionalized Oppression
According to Cheney et al (2006) , institutions are fairly stable social arrangements and practices through which collective actions are taken. Good examples of such institutions are legal, educational, health, political/polity, family, social services, media and criminal justice systems amongst others. Institutional oppression is the systematic mistreatment of people within a social identity group, supported and enforced by the society and its institutions solely based on the person's membership in the social identity group. Institutional oppression occurs when established laws, customs, and practices systematically reflect and produce inequities based on one's membership in targeted social identity groups (Kathleen, 1990) .
Institutional oppression creates a system of invisible barriers limiting people based on their membership of unfavoured social identity groups. The barriers are only invisible to those 'seemingly' unaffected by them (Cheney et al 2006) . The practice of institutionalized oppressed is based on the belief in inherent superiority or inferiority and is a matter of result regardless of intent (Kathleen, 1990) . Institutionalized oppressions are very common in African nations, the Middle East and other Third World nations but less pronounced in developed nations.
Systemic Oppression Theory
In society, oppression operates on three levels at all time: on a personal level ('p'), on a cultural level ('c'), and on a structural level ('s'). Oppression at the personal level ('p') comprises the thoughts, attitudes, and behaviours that depict a negative (pre) judgement of a particular subordinate social group. It is usually based on stereotypes and may be overt or covert. Government officials in Nigeria may stigmatise a protester as an agent of opposition or disgruntled elements (Davis, 2002) . A good example is the way Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) incessant strikes are taken by Nigerians as political and the members daub as agents of opposition despite the genuineness of ASUU demands and intentions.
Oppression at the cultural level ('c') consists of the values, norms, and shared patterns of seeing, thinking, and getting along with an assumed consensus about what is right and normal that taken together endorse the belief in a superior culture. It refers to the ways and discursive practice used by the dominant group to portray subordinate groups in history -literature, the media, stories, movie, humour, stereotypes and especially mass or popular culture. It acts as a vehicle for transmitting and presenting the dominant culture as the norm, the message being that everyone should conform to it. In Nigeria this has resulted in ethnocentric imperialism and cultural imposition. It is the cement of cultural oppression that reinforces personal and structural oppression. For example, the so-called major ethnic groups through state and organizational structures transmit ideas that their ways of life are the best (Bell, 1994 ).
Oppression at the structural level ('s') refers to the means by which oppression is institutionalized in society through what is called mitigating social structures like religion, government, education, law, the media and health care system. These institutions work together primarily in favour of the dominant group at the expense of subordinate group. The oppressions at this level are often given their formal sanctioning through government, education, law, religion, the media and other social structures (www.stage.left.org).
See table 1 and figure 1 
Systemic Oppression: Nigerian Society in Perspective
Systemic oppression is endemic perverse and strictly entrenched in all aspects of societal processes in Nigeria. In culture, religion, polity, law, social and economic segments in Nigerian society all help in oppression of some groups by others. The systemic oppressions and the impact will be examined in the ways they affect women, the aged physically challenged, the minority and children. Systemic oppression in Nigeria comes in the form of social exclusion, subtle and overt oppression policies, programmes and practices. Social exclusion refers to disadvantages in relation to certain norms of social, economic or political activity pertaining to individuals, households, spatial areas or population groups; the social, economic and institutional processes through which disadvantage comes about; and the outcomes or consequences for individual, groups or communities. The European Commission defines social exclusion thus:
Social exclusion refers to the multiple and changing factors resulting in people being excluded from the normal exchanges, practices and rights of modern society. Poverty is one of the most obvious factors, but social exclusion also refers to inadequate rights in housing, education, health and access to services. It affects individual and groups, particularly in urban and rural areas, who are in some way subject to discrimination or segregation; and it emphasizes the weaknesses in the social infrastructure and the risk of allowing a two-tier society to become established by default. The Commission believes that a fatalistic acceptance of social exclusion must be rejected and that all community citizens have right to the respect of human dignity. (Commission of the European Communities, 1993:1). The most obvious manifestation of systemic oppression in Nigeria is social exclusion of women, the aged, physically impaired, children and minority from all spheres of national development and human endeavour. This is because social exclusion and systemic oppression which is its aftermath is occasioned by process or set of processes rather than a static condition, and it is necessarily a relational concept and structural. Thus:
Structural processes affect the whole of society in ways which creates barriers which prevent particular groups from forming those kinds of social relationships with other groups which are essential to realizing a full human potential. It is not that some groups exclude other groups, but that processes affecting the whole of society mean that some groups experience social boundaries as barriers preventing their full participation in the social boundaries as barrier preventing their full participation in the economic, political and cultural life of the society within which they live. (Madanipour, et al, 1998:17) The systemic oppression in Nigeria affects women, the aged, physically impaired, children and the minority in economic, social, political, neighbourhood, individual spatial and groups' dimensions.
Economic Dimension:
Systemic oppression in the economic dimension in Nigeria manifests in economic arena such as employment, human capital indicators, access to fund and economic participation and empowerment. There is no gainsaying the fact that women, the aged, physically impaired and minority suffer economic hardship in forms of unemployment, exclusion and lack of access to economic power -enhancing facilities in the country. There are evidence that these groups of people suffer long term unemployment and job insecurity, poverty and deprivation. For example, women have been oppressed over the years in the area of employment and economic power as the report below shows. By virtue of the population of Nigeria, the potential female labour force is 50% but the actual value is 31%. The proportion of women in the formal sector is very minimal. This is noticeable in the industries and the civil service; statistics indicate that in the federal and state civil service in the country women are in majority in the very junior cadres (Ajir, 2002) . See figure 3, table 2 and 3 The worst hit by the economic exclusion are the physically impaired and the aged. The impaired are hardly employed in Nigeria and the aged as oppressed by the slogan of ableism and stigmatisation of the aged as "old skool" spent "forces" and 'fired' 'senior citizens' who are treated with levity by the younger generation power wielders. The aged are so powerless in Nigeria to the extent that live on the fringe of the societal processes and hence are rarely seen and heard off.
Socio-Political:
The systemic oppression of the women, the aged and physically impaired including children and minority is perhaps most evident in social and political circles in Nigeria. Socially, women are marginalized and oppressed in all ramifications -family, household, community and society. The patriarchal Nigerian society enhances and exercabate the oppression and dehumanisation of women and other marginalised members of the society. The social exclusion and systemic oppression are evident in indicators like education, right violation and political participation and leadership roles. In the social arena, women are not given opportunity to lead or even participate in the societal processes rather they are regarded and are actually passive observers and receivers of crumbs from the masters' (male) tables. The educational enrolment of girl child in schools, the political and leadership positions held by women and the marginal power relations of male and females on Nigeria as evident in the data in table 3 are pointers to the position taken in this paper. Table 4 and 5 The patriarchy is one of the instruments of systemic oppression in Nigeria. Patriarchy according to Roc (1977) , "is a familial-social, ideological political system in which men by force, direct pressure or through ritual, tradition law and language. Custom etiquette, education and the division of labour, determine what part women shall or shall not play in which the female is everywhere subsumed under the male". The effects of patriarchy include but not limited to women low self esteem and lack of confidence hence their under representation in political institutions. The oppression of women also manifest in maternal deaths in Nigeria because of the lip service paid to issues that concerns women by the male dominated Governments. According to Ezechukwu (2000) , Nigeria has more than 300 ethnic groups speaking 250 languages and 1,000 dialects. Maternal mortality ratio in Nigeria is estimated at 800 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births. With a wide geographical disparity ranging from 166 per 100,000 live births in the south to 154 per 100,000 live births in the North, of the estimated 536,000 maternal deaths that occur globally, Nigeria contributes approximately 10%, although its population size is only about 2% of the global population figure. Nigeria has the second highest maternal mortality burden in the world with estimated 37,000 mothers dying annually from pregnancy related causes. Thus most maternal deaths result not from disease per se but from pregnancy-related complications, which are now widely recognised as a leading cause of death and disability among women of reproductive age in developing countries. An estimated 40% of pregnant women experience pregnancy-related death problems during or after pregnancy and child birth (Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey, 2003) . See Okojie (2011).
Ethno-Religious Oppression in Nigeria
There is nothing wrong with ethnicity. It can make and create avenues for healthy competition in economic development, and growth, as it did in times past. It can be used to enhance the fair and even distribution of the gains of good governance (Udegbe, 2013) . But in Nigeria the problem lies not in the nature of ethnicity, but in the minds and heart of those who use and abuse ethnicity for their own selfish gains. Ethnicity has been used as an instrument of oppression of the minority in Nigeria. The federal civil service of Nigeria is dominated by the three major ethnic groups -Hausa, Yoruba and Ibo, eight of every ten federal senior civil servant come from the three groups. The principal officers in the armed forces, police and other Federal parastatals are mainly occupied by the "major" ethnic groups. In politics and other aspirations, Nigerian of minority groups can only dream of becoming at most second best i.e. Vice President, Deputy Speaker of the House of Representatives, etc. while an average Hausa, Yoruba and Ibo can dream of becoming the President of Nigeria and we will surely attain it. Ethno-religious oppression is silently being revolutionized in Nigeria. At the national level the Muslims and Christians are dominants in all spheres of human endeavour. Under the guise of religion, the veil has become a tool of invisibility and spatial control. The veil is one spill-over result of Sharia that affects Christian women as well and this has facilitated the acts of violence against people who do not wear the hijab. Men are given the opportunity to judge morality in women as Christian, Muslims or pagans within a Federal Government that is supposed to be secular (Little, 2011) .
Ethno-religious oppression and conflicts refer to a situation in which the relationship between members of one ethnic or religious group and another of such group in a multi religious society is characterised by lack of cordiality, mutual suspicions, fear and the tendency towards violent attack or confrontation. Several visible causes of religious violence in Nigeria have been identified in the literature (Agwu, 2009; Gofwen, 2004; Salawu, 2010; Iwaro, 2006; Kwaja, 2009; Omotosho, 2003; Sanusi, 2009; Onuaha, 2010) . Most of the authors cited above emphasised socio-political, economic factors and governance as the remote and immediate causes. None of the literature examines oppression as the main causal factor of ethno-religious violence.
Oppression, domination, exploitation, victimisation, discrimination and marginalisation are all the underlying factors of ethno-religious violence in Nigeria. The victims are usually the weaker groups. Hausa/Fulani vs Igbos, Muslim vs Christians in the North, Muslims Fulani vs natives of Jos, Kala-Kato sect vs Christians in Bauchi and so on. In the table of cases of ethno-religious violence in Nigeria 1999-2012, shown in figure 1 , a critical analysis of the violence reveals that the violence were precipitated by oppressive and exploitative forces within the Nigerian societal system under the guise of religious intolerance and provocation. See Table 1 Source: Adapted from Onuoha 2010 with additions and modifications by the author.
Any attempt by the oppressed and dominated group(s) to resist the endemic oppression embedded in the dominant culture and social institutions in a way that is so pervasive that they are often invisible and affect everyone always results in more violence and dehumanisation of the oppressed group in the society. The conflicts in Plateau State and other Northern parts of Nigeria especially in Bornu, Yobe, Kano, Kaduna, Zamfara and Taraba states are a pointer to this fact. The Yorubas from the Southwest, the Hausa-Fulani from the North and the Ibos from the Southeast are the three major ethnic groups. These three groups have historically dominated the socio-political and economic spheres of Nigeria since independence even though the Yoruba and Ibos maintained marginalisation by the Hausa-Fulani hegemony. National adverts, jingles, dress codes, food, language and others means of societal processes are expressed in the culture and languages of the three dominant groups. Some strategic positions/offices are a priori reserves for themPresident, Vice President, Senate President and Deputy Speaker of House of Representatives and Ministers of Finance, Foreign Affairs, Agriculture and Commerce. Their cultures are used to showcase Nigeria as the cultures of Nigerians. The only time the president of Nigeria is from minority ethnic group is marred with violence. A good example is the administration of the incumbent President Goodluck Jonathan which has witness the worst form of ethno-religious crisis in Nigerian history. The religious insurgency of the Boko Haram extremists has political undertones because the HausaFulani hegemony believes that it is their birth right to rule Nigeria. The clamours for power shift to the northern Nigeria were the genesis of the crisis in the north and still remain the reason for the inability of the crisis to abate. The major ethnic must be assuaged for peace to reign no matter the injustice and harm being done to the minorities in the process
The other minority ethnic and religious groups in Nigeria are so helpless and powerless to resist the domination. In the so-called unity (Federal) schools, the three languages -Hausa, Yoruba and Ibo are made compulsory and imposed on other students from minority groups. The systemic oppression goes on unabated and unchallenged. This is because these oppressive forces are so deep-seated and pervasive that the oppressed believe it is part of their everyday lives and therefore normative and normal. Freire (1983) succinctly articulated the structural relationship and domination. According to her, "oppressed people become so powerless that they do not even talk about their oppression, if they reach this stage of oppression, it creates a culture wherein it is forbidden to even mention the injustices that are being committed. The oppressed are silent. Through indoctrination, the oppressed actually believe that they are naturally inferior to the ruling or dominant group. They are taught by oppressors that their inferiority is normal and a fact of life." This perhaps explains while members of the Armed Forces (Army, Navy and Air-Force) of Nigeria gladly learn Hausa as the second language next to English. This perhaps also explains why minorities in Lagos, Enugu and Kaduna easily forget their language and culture and acquire the Yoruba, Ibo and Hausa languages and cultures respectively.
Implication of Social Policy Development and Social Work Practice in Nigeria
This nature and pervasiveness of systemic and institutional oppression in Nigeria have serious implication on social policy development and social work practice in Nigeria. This call for a serious and sustained advocacy for social reformation and revolution via policy formulation geared toward the enthronement of egalitarian society or at least a society where all forms of exploitation is reduced to the barest minimum. Social Workers in Nigeria have a lot do in this respect. This call for collaboration with other professionals like the Legal profession, Human Rights activists and Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to fight the perpetrators of all forms of systemic oppression for whatever reasonscultural, political, religion or self aggrandisement amongst others. Social Workers should embark on massive enlightenment campaigns relevant interest groups and stakeholders for the various groups to change their negative social perceptions of other members of the Nigerian society by their fellow Nigerians for whatever reason
The government at the three tier levels in Nigeria should as a matter of urgency enact laws, policies and best practices that will reduce oppression in whatever forms and give every Nigerian equal opportunities to aspire to any position with fear and compete favourably with other Nigerians on level playing grounds. All forms of religious bigotry and extremism should be banned and made illegal. Politicians and other Nigerians who perpetrate evil and violence in the of religion should not only be punished to act deterrent to others, they should be re-socialized to know that God is the creator of all human beings and endowed humans with inalienable rights which include in the right or freedom of worship, and such right are sacrosanct and should be protected by the government with vigour and determination.
Conclusion
Oppression in any form is inhuman and violation of Fundamental Human Rights of the oppressed. It is degrading and dehumanizing and the oppressed are more or less sub-human and sometimes feel worthless and frustrated. For decades now, Nigerians of certain ethno-religions group, sex, age, physical statuses have been subjected to all forms of systemic oppression. This inhuman practices or attitude cannot continue as if it is normal and normative. There should be a national rebirth where competence and ability should determine who gets what. The systemic subtle means of oppression like state of origin, religious, sex and sexual orientation, federal character and catchment areas should be made illegal and unconstitutional. It is time to stop the system oppression and domination of other ethnic groups by the dominant ethnic nationalities (Ibo, Yoruba and Hausa-Fulani) groups. This may address the issue of retrogressive governance and comatose economy being managed by mediocre leaders imposed on Nigeria by systemic oppressive forces of ethnic politics and federal character configuration. It is time to stop the denigration of potentials, expertise and competency at the instance of federal character or religious bigotry. Thus as the constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria enunciates, every Nigerian should be treated equally and also should have equal access to the resources of Nigeria.
